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The paper builds onto the existing literature on the management of conflict in marital relationships. Most previous studies of conflibt and its management have sampled younger subjects in relationships that have not lasted as long as those in this study. Our research focused on styles of conflict management among spouses in middle and old age. In contrast to the White, middle class samples utilized in many studies of marriage (Bradbury and Karney, 1998) , we focused on couples in long-term relationships who were diverse in their racelethnicity and socioeconomic status. By design, all couples in the sample were parents, so we had the opportunity to assess how child-rearing may have affected conflict management styles during later years. Much of the research on this subject has employed questionnaires and scales; we used in depth interviews to explore the perspectives of each spouse about the management of conflict in their relationships over the years.
The goal of the paper is to identify factors that were related significantly to reported styles of managing conflict in recent years, defined as the years after the youngest children in these families reached their eighteenth birthday; a period that has been referred to as the empty nest years. The What are the implications of the findings for psychotherapy with couples?
The paper is organized as follows: our definition of conflict and its management is presented, a review of recent empirical studies of conflict management styles among couples, and the theoretical framework for the current study are discussed; the research methodology of 2, 3. the current study is described; the findings are discussed including logistic regression (1993) found that unresolved conflict fed and reinforced negative interactions between spouses. The resulting defensive behaviors perpetuated dissatisfaction and esffangement between spouses.
Other researchers have suggested that interpersonal conflict may offer opportunities for development of marital relationships if spouses learn mutually acceptable ways of negotiating and managing differences between them (Canary, Cupach and Messman, 1995) . Rather than a threat to the integrity of relationships, conflict may be a catalyst for reaching higher levels of adaptation.
We operationalized conflict as a state of reported disharmony in marital relationships that developed because of differences between spouses. Conflict may have been triggered by any one or a combination of issues such as negotiating roles, handling finances, child-rearing practices, personality clashes, difficulties in expressing one's needs and communicating one's expectations to the spouse. Our approach to developing an operational definition of conflict in these lasting marriages was to ask respondents to tell us about differences and problemsin the This article may not exactly replicate the final version published in the APA journal. It is not the copy of record.
Location of Version of Record: Psychotherapy: Theory/Research/Practice/Training, 37(2), 134-148. (doi: 10.1037/h0087735) L+ relationships with their spouses. They were asked to describe examples of conflict during the early, child rearing and recent years. Because all respondents reported at least minimal conflict in their relationships, the challenge for the researchers was to assess and code the severity of conflict. We focused on understanding disagreements from the perspectives of individual spouses. If conflicts were assessed to have minimal impact on marital relationships, they were coded as minor. If respondents described disagreements as highly distressing to them personally and as having significantly disruptive effects on their marital relationships, they were coded as major; the latter were reported most frequently during the child rearing years.
Recent research on conflict management styles According to Canary, Cupach and Messman (1995) with their husbands; in response, husbands refused to "accept influence" from their wives; these initial negative encounters were followed by reciprocal negativity by wives and the "absence" of de-escalating responses from the husbands. Happy marriages that lasted were characterized by different processes: wives were able to initiate encounters with their husbands by constructive expressions of affect and, husbands responded by listening to their wives and accepting their "influence." Humor helped to de-escalate negative affect and had a soothing effect on spouses, This article may not exactly replicate the final version published in the APA journal. It is not the copy of record.
Location of Version of Record: Psychotherapy: Theory/Research/Practice/Training, 37(2), 134-148. (doi: 10.1037/h0087735) especially on husbands. Expressions of positive affect, despite the presence of conflict, were associated with long term happiness and stability in these marriages.
Other studies have also contributed to our understanding of conflict management styles and their relationship to stability and satisfaction in marriage. A common way of organizing data on conflict management styles has been to conceptualize acontinuum with avoidant behavior at one pole and confrontive behavior at the other pole (Cahn, 1990; Gottman, 1990). Confrontation was characterized by the expression of thoughts and feelings about differences and disagreements directly to the spouse. Cahn (1990) (Levant, 1996) (Levant, 1996) .
Another explanation for differences in conflict management styles of husbands and wives was offered by Gottman and kvinson (1988) who found physiological differences between males and females as they responded to stressful stimuli. Males reacted physiologically to stress differently than women and the differences were hypothesized to shape their social responses to conflict; they tended to adopt flight-flight responses. Because women were less reactive to sffess physiologically, it was hypothesized that they adopted social responses that were tolerant of negativity and of face to face modes of conflict management. However, according to Feeney, Noller and Roberst (1998) , the potential link between physiology and the social responses of males and females to stress has not been replicated in other studies.
Regardless of the reasons for gender differences, the evidence supports the hypothesis that husbands and wives are different in how they manage conflict. As a group, wives have tended to be confrontive while husbands tended to adopt avoidant conflict management styles.
Therapeutic Intervention
Approaches to helping couples deal with conflict have been informed by several theoretical models. Crane (1996) suggested a classification into "behavioral marital therapy, emotionally focused therapy, insight oriented therapy," (and) "minimal marital therapy" (p.28). The latter, which is based on This article may not exactly replicate the final version published in the APA journal. It is not the copy of record.
Location of Version of Record: Psychotherapy: Theory/Research/Practice/Training, 37(2), 134-148. (doi: 10.1037/h0087735) the work of Gottman and In conducting a review of trends in marital therapy and research during the 1990's, Johnson and Lebow (2000) observed that "only a few methods of intervention have been subject to research validation" P.25). They noted that most of the studies were based on cognitive/behavioral and the emotionally focused models of marital therapy. Despite (Hill, Thomson and Williams, 1997) .
The interviews were held in the homes of respondents, which provided additional information about their lifestyles and environments. Prior to each interview, respondents were told about the purpose of the study, given an overview of the interview schedule and were assured their identities would remain This article may not exactly replicate the final version published in the APA journal. It is not the copy of record. Initially, a research tearn(2 women, 2 men) coded eight transcripts blindly and individually.
Detailed notes were kept and categories were generated. A relationship coding sheet was developed and used in subsequent coding of eight additional interviews. As new categories arose previous interviews were re-coded in keeping with the constant comparative process. Having both genders involved in that process helped control for gender bias and contributed to the development of a shared conceptual analysis. Using this method, a scoring system was developed to identify themes that evolved from each section of the interviews. There were over 90 categories in24 topic areas for every respondent.
Once the Relationship Coding Sheet was developed, each interview was coded and scored independently by two raters (one male and one female) who noted categories and themes as they emerged from the ffanscripts. One of the authors coded all I44 interviews to insure continuity in the operational definitions of variables and consistency of judgments from case to case. The agreement berween raters, determined by dividing the number of identical judgments by the total number of codes , was 8'7Vo.
Cohen's kappa, used as a measure of inter-rater reliability, ranged from .79 to .93. Whon discrepancies This article may not exactly replicate the final version published in the APA journal. It is not the copy of record.
Location of Version of Record: Psychotherapy: Theory/Research/Practice/Training, 37(2), 134-148. (doi: 10.1037/h0087735) occurred, the raters met to discuss their differences and to re-examine the original transcripts until a consensus was reached as to how a particular item was to be scored.
HyperResearch software (Hesse-Biber, Dupuis and Kinder, L992) enabled the researchers to do a thorough content analysis of interview transcripts, which totaled over 5,000 double-spaced pages, and to identify, catalogue and organize specific interview passages on which categorical codes were based.
Data analvsis -
The coded data from the scoring sheets yielded frequencies, which were analyzed using SPSS software. Chi square analysis was used to examine the relationship between the independent variables -which included personal, demographic and respondents' reports of various dimensions of relationships -and the dependent variables of respondents' conflict management styles and their observations of their spouses' style in recent years (see Table I and 3). The Alpha criterion was set at .01 for the chi-square analysis.
The chi-square statistic was appropriate since certain conditions were met. First, it has been very difficult to ensure randomness of samples in social and behavioral research, especially in studies which focus on new territory. This non-probability sample was selected deliberately to include older couples who have been understudied in previous research; namely, a diverse group of married couples who had remained together for more than 20 years. The goal was to identify factors that contributed to conflict management styles from the perspectives of individual spouses rather than to test hypotheses. Second, compared to other tests of statistical significance, chi-square has fewer requirements about population characteristics. Third, the expected frequency of 5 observations in most cells was met.
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Variables that were related significantly (p=<.01) to conflict management styles in recent years were selected for building a theoretical model. The model was tested using logistic regression analysis to identify factors that may predict conflict management styles in recent years (see Tables 2 and4) . Logistic regression was a useful tool in this exploratory research where the goal was to develop theory rather to test theory (Menard, 1995 Her 7l-year-old spouse, described the process of change from his perspective:
This This article may not exactly replicate the final version published in the APA journal. It is not the copy of record.
Location of Version of Record: Psychotherapy: Theory/Research/Practice/Training, 37(2), 134-148. (doi: 10.1037/h0087735) :) Building a relationship based on balances was a reciprocal process. In responding to the spouse, whether those needs were grounded in traits, developmental differences or both, individuals also experienced a fulfillment of their own needs. The stability of conflict management styles may have been related to fundamental qualities within the self, which were not likely to change as relationships matured. Such stability seemed to be the case with this husband. Communicating about communication and selective understanding enabled this couple to find and maintain a relational balance that apparently met their needs.
Discussion
Psychotherapists who treat couples for marital conflict may benefit from studies that focus on understanding conflict management styles from the perspectives of spouses in stable and satisfying marriages.
In this study, conflict management styles were explored through in-depth interviews.
Respondents were asked about their ways of handling differences and managing conflict. When that data were subjected to bivariate analysis, several variables were related significantly to their conflict management styles. Gottman, Coan, Carrere and Swanson (1998) (Hill, Thompson and Williams, 1997 This article may not exactly replicate the final version published in the APA journal. It is not the copy of record.
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